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In interviews, Gordon has denied 
having a feud with Wilson. And even 
though she was mentored as a Harvard 
fellow by Wilson's science wars neme- 
sis, biologist Richard Lewontin, this 
book gives little reason to doubt her. 
Indeed, she is clearly no E.O. Wilson 
either in stature or in intent: this book 
has neither the scholarly breadth nor 
the sweeping (and often politically 
charged) conclusions of Wilson's 
tomes. And to her credit, Gordon never 
attempts to make it so. Instead, she 
focuses on her own research and expe- 
riences clearly and simply, with a dis- 
armingly frank tone even at the height 
of what could be construed as her cri- 
tique of Wilson: 
Suppose a Martian marketing 
firm wants to test whether 
humans prefer pistachio to pep- 
permint ice cream. You are sit- 
ting there reading this book. A 
giant forceps comes out of the 
sky, picks you up and puts you 
down in another room with 
another chair. Tomorrow morn- 
ing, a tray appears with two dish- 
es, one containing pistachio and 
one containing peppermint ice 
cream. Which one you eat may 
reflect your preference for pista- 
chio or peppermint, but it may 
also be influenced by how you 
react to other aspects of the situ- 
ation, such as your thoughts on 
how people you know will 
respond to your disappearance, 
all of the appointments you have 
missed, how much you want to 
get back to reading this book, 
and so on. All of these consider- 
ations may be more complicated 
for you than for a laboratory rat, 
or an ant, but the principle still 
holds. What an animal does in an 
experimental situation depends 
on how and where the situation 
is embedded in its everyday life. 
(pp. 99-100) 
Not surprisingly for a scientist so 
attuned to the context of her observa- 
tions, Gordon's details about life in the 
field are clearly wrought. She warns stu- 
dents about the painstaking nature of 
the work (up at 4:30 am, baking in the 
desert sun till the end of the day), 
expounds on the difficulties of measur- 
ing colony locations (trigonometry is 
not the solution, she discovers), and 
takes us along as she carefully disturbs 
colonies with toothpicks and enclosures 
to test the ants' responses. Despite her 
chosen hardship post in the desert, she 
is no mythical hero scientist, going it 
alone. Graduate student assistants are 
always coming up with invaluable ideas, 
and at one point Gordon even enlists 
the aid of a local Boy Scout troop in 
making traps for the winged ant alates. 
Perhaps the most interesting new 
direction of Gordon's work is her con- 
cern with understanding complexity in a 
colony, where as many as ten thousand 
individuals working in concert "can 
achieve complex, global behavior." She 
sees such complexity mirrored in a myr- 
iad forms, from the actions of individ- 
ual neurons in creating complex 
thoughts to the behavior of ecosystems. 
In just such a way, this little book on a 
physically tiny subject touches the edges 
of huge ideas-and moves on. The real 
satisfaction for readers, perhaps for 
Gordon as well, always lies below the 
hardscrabble desert surface, where the 
ants go about their ancient, and endless- 
ly surprising, ways. Z 
Sexual politics 
by MegylAltman 
My Dangerous Desires: A Queer Girl Dreaming Her 
Way Home by Amber L. Hollibaugh. Durham, NC: 
Duke University Press, 2000, 272 pp., 
$49.95 hardcover, $17.95 paper. 
I have lived on the wrong side 
of sex since birth. This is both 
who I am and who I was meant 
to be, though it isn't all there is. I 
grew up a mixed-race, white trash 
girl in a country that considered 
me dangerous, corrupt, fascinat- 
ing, exotic. I responded to the 
challenge by becoming that 
alarming, hazardous, sexually dis- 
ruptive woman. Most often this 
happened without a plan or a 
design. (p. 12) 
L ook, it's Amber,"' said B., in that 
thrilling Southern starstruck whis- 
per you could hear across 
Broadway during rush hour. "Did you 
know she was a femme? Did you know 
she's Esther's girlfriend now? Did you 
know she once worked in the sex industry?" 
Wow," I said. Obviously I was sup- 
posed to have already heard of the 
unusually tall woman coming toward us, 
dressed in what looked to me like regular 
old blue jeans. It was 1980, and I had 
wandered out of the library into what 
was about to be the Sex Wars. I was about 
as well qualified to be a member of the 
planning committee for the Barnard con- 
ference on sexuality as George W is to be 
President of the United States, but there 
it was. Looking back, I think my eyes 
were probably the size of dinner plates 
most of the time. 
Now, there was and is a lot more to 
Amber Hollibaugh than the poster girl 
for the sexual edge whose very name on 
conference publicity (along with "Gayle 
Rubin" and "Dorothy Allison") brought 
out a line of Women Against Porno- 
graphy pickets wearing black and white 
"for a feminist sexuality" t-shirts, making 
the polarization so explicit that there 
would be no turning back. There's also a 
lot more to this collection of essays 
spanning three decades of activism in 
movements for social justice (gay, femi- 
nist, socialist, labor, civil rights) than the 
set of stigmatizing labels the jacket copy 
turns around and waves as banners: "les- 
bian sex-radical, ex-hooker, incest sur- 
vivor, gypsy child, poor white trash, high 
femme dyke..." 
As the pieces gathered here testify, 
Amber Hollibaugh is a powerful organiz- 
ing speakzer, a very fine, incsive writer and 
a brilliant theorist, committed to a femi- 
nist process of liberation that leaves 
nobody behind, that embraces both the 
authenticities and the ironies that emerge 
when women's stories speak to one anoth- 
er and everyone's history counts. But her 
willingness to take her own body, its 
desires and its scars, as her primary text, to 
risk turning herself into spectacle in order 
to claim a voice, stands at the head of this 
collection as it did on that day in the 
Barnard gym. 
I cannot separate my reading of her 
book from my memory of that time. Not 
because I knew her well (I didn't) or 
because I'm nostalgic (I'm not). But 
because I find here the same uncompro- 
mising intellectual and personal honesty 
that drew me for the first time into seri- 
ous feminism just when the culture was 
saying feminism was over, just as the 
academy was appropriating its sanitized 
versions. I now understand that the 
intensity of our study and conversations 
and our willingness to learn from and 
confront one another were a legacy of 
those who had been there when the sec- 
ond wave crested and then broke, and 
who were still committed to riding it out. 
The group that gathered to plan the 
Barnard conference provided all the edu- 
cation in feminist process I ever got- 
and it was a lot more useful than the 
paid-for kind I was supposed to be get- 
ting across the street. 
Still, I hesitated to place Hollibaugh's 
book in the context of the sex wars 
because I didn't want to encourage peo- 
ple to go, "oh, her" and turn away. There 
are pieces here about union organizing, 
about fighting stereotypes and silences to 
provide AIDS health education for les- 
bians, about going home to the trailer 
park twenty years on, about sexual jeal- 
ousy, about aging. The politics is inter- 
twined with a vivid voice of memory 
comparable to the best pages of Zami or 
to Dorothy Allison, whose Foreword is 
worth reading in its own right. 
T hat most of the book's pieces 
were written for occasions does 
not make it less satisfying; just 
the opposite-you have the sense that 
each was written because it was some- 
thing somebody needed to hear at that 
moment. The book's theoretical heart is 
a set of dialogues from the early 1980s: 
"What We're Rollin' Around in Bed 
With," a much-reprinted interchange 
with Cherrie Moraga whose purpose 
was "ending sexual silences in femi- 
nism,"3 especially about butch and 
femme; "Talking Sex" with Deirdre 
English and Gayle Rubin, which criti- 
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Amber Hollibaugh, San Francisco, c. 
1979. From My Dangernems Desires. 
cizes what it sees as feminist orthodoxy 
about good and bad sex; and "Another 
Place to Breathe," with Gayle Rubin and 
J ewelle Gomez, about alliances and dis- 
tancings between lesbians and gay men 
around sexual self-expression. 
Sexual theory has traditionally 
been used to say, "People have 
been forced to be this thing; peo- 
ple could be that thing." And 
you're left in the middle going, 
'Well, I am here, and I don't know 
how to get there." It hasn't been 
able to talk realistically about 
where people are sexually. (p. 72) 
The idea that theory could be the sum of 
collective insight into a text when the 
text was us-yes, that's what I remem- 
ber, although "Toward Interpretive 
Complexity and a Feminist Sense of 
Paradox and Irony, Against Forgetting 
Where You Come From," doesn't fit 
very well on a t-shirt. 
What I learned in the sex wars was 
that one shouldn't e-xpect other people's 
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tor," from the hard-won refusal to have 
one's desires, whatever they were, labelled 
"false consciousness" by anyone, whatever 
the movement cred of that person might 
be; and its mirror image, a principled 
refusal to apply that label to anyone else. 
At this distance, I can also see an 
attempt to hold on to radical social con- 
structionism without losing a focus on 
something older, which Hollibaugh is 
not ashamed to call authenticity. "My 
fantasy life has been constructed in a 
great variety of ways. My sexual desire 
has been channeled. But what that view 
[that there is only one correct sexuality] 
takes from me is my right to genuinely 
feel, in my body, what I want." Even 
though, as she insists, "we do not know 
what makes people gay. We do not know 
that," nonetheless each person has some 
inviolable sexual core which is both root- 
ed in specific cultural experiences and an 
inalienable right. 
This may be the inescapable and pro- 
ductive irony: a desire for sexuality and 
identity to remain fluid, to allow for 
change, informed early lesbian-feminists' 
resistance to butch/femme expressions, 
but also the resistance to the resistance. 
Something called authenticity which sur- 
vived the closet, survived political les- 
bianism, is surviving postmoderism and 
will survive the next thing, whatever it is. 
But the debate survives, too. For 
Hollibaugh, the affirmation of desire as a 
value, of sexual feeling as a gift, is at the 
heart of all liberation movements. And it 
isn't that for everyone. 
Hollibaugh was one of the first to 
"come out" about having done "sex 
work," and not as a victim in need of 
feminist rescue and re-education; in 
pieces reprinted here, she made the case 
that "working in a peep show is not the 
end of the world," that sex work may 
well be a good economic alternative to 
the other lousy jobs available to working- 
class women, that making money off 
men's desires can be an expression of 
power, even an expression of feminist 
anger. More recently such accounts have 
proliferated, which is probably a good 
thing, but... I mean, when she calls her- 
self a sexual outlaw it is not about some- 
thing you buy at Eve's Garden and try on 
and feel sexy in. It's about sensing the real 
possibility of being killed or badly hurt 
for expressing your desire or doing your 
work, and doing it anyway. 
Hollibaugh's statement that it took 
feminists a long time to talk to prostitutes 
is, historically speaking, not quite right: 
see for example the Contagious Diseases 
Act, or Kate Millett's The Prostitution 
Papers-little read today, and very strange, 
but preserving a sixties feminist insight 
that unless you understood what it was to 
be a whore you didn't understand what 
being a woman was about. As Hollibaugh 
herself says, the threat against whores, 
like the threat against lesbians, can be 
used to police all women. And if we are 
going to look at ways women are 
"exchanged," at the ways sex is inter- 
twined with money, we need to look at 
the most, uh, naked form of that 
exchange. But the trick is, how not to 
exoticize this, especially around class, 
how not to turn the account of a peep 
show into a peep show, in a way that insu- 
lates "us" from what we're trying to 
understand. How to remember that 
"whore" is not a metaphor or an analogy. 
M 
, -emoir can be the best feminist 
genre. It can also be the worst. 
Without a deep commitment to 
truth and authenticity on the one hand, 
to connection and community on the 
other, it can turn our most awful and seri- 
ous stories into recovery-speak and other 
forms of solipsism. There is a great deal 
to be said for straightforward, unsenti- 
mentalized accounts of the impact of 
violence and poverty on women's lives. 
This book is such an account. It is also 
political theory, the kind we still need in 
order to claim what has happened, under- 
stand it and move forward. And if I've 
said less here about the class dimension 
of the book, it's not because I find it less 
than absolutely crucial, but because that's 
the dimension where I find it most 
impossible--and in a sense, wrong-to 
translat~e from her voice to mine. 
When Hollibaugh says that "we are 
asked not to know the actual contours of 
the world around us" I think she's still 
right; but it's harder for me to agree that 
this is because there is no language to 
.. .. ... ... 
Hollibaugh with Dorothy Alison in 
Allson's backyard in Brooklyn, 
1984. From My DanEgerois 
Desires. 
name her experiences. When she was 
growing up, ok, but now the problem is 
how to shake free of the languages that 
are all over us like glue already. It's just 
not true any more that there are no work- 
ing-class people on TV. There they are 
every day on Jerry Springer making fools 
of themselves, set up for "us" to laugh at, 
right alongside the incest survivors and 
"ICmy son had a sex-change operation." As 
gay people generally have learned, visibil- 
ity is not enough. The problem is not 
silence but the suspicious way all stories 
can come to sound alike, just as all images 
of naked ladies in a slideshow could be 
read to mean the same thing. 
Twelve-step. Toxic parents. This book 
could easily have been a pathology writ- 
ten from the outside--or from the inside. 
It is only sheer will and good writing that 
resists an easy coherence, t-hat insists on 
leaving the fragment fragmentary, glow- 
ing with bitter edges. 
Dorothy Allson's Foreword makes the 
point that writing is scarier than sex. And 
it should be, dammit. To offer one's own 
desire as a way of thinking about the 
world is probably crucial, but it's fraught 
with dangerous temptations, too. This is 
also why I like the conversations with 
Moraga, Rubin and the rest: the form 
matters, is the point. I do not feel I am 
being lectured to. The essays also have 
for me the flavor of that hope: not so 
much "if one woman told the truth 
about her life, the world would split 
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